birthday the week before) accompanies avocado halves with olive oil, salt, and a dash of cayenne, then peanut butter and Vegemite sandwiches. Part gastronomes, part backpackers. I improvise a shower, and we fall asleep to the dense, pulsing presence of cicadas.
Misty (a fence at Hay Plains, NSW).
Eight hours later dawn is almost upon us. I intend to slip out for another alfresco event of a more personal nature but can't see well enough. Jon accompanies me with a flashlight only to find that our private roadside is actually a popular truck stop.
Before we fell asleep, we noticed these benign space ships zooming by with their netherworld searchlights, but in our jet-lagged state we never heard a one pull in. Now in the 5.30 a.m. half-light, we can make out at least eight parked trucks. I perform posthaste, with every hope that the truckers are still asleep, and then we make our getaway. Coming from the Pacific Northwest, I'm always surprised by a treeless landscape; it puts me on edge. Here the sky is so big, the land so flat, nothing with the possible exception of being at sea could compare. Oregon is with me often as I begin to explore this continent, providing comparisons and contrasts, bringing references of every sort.
Jon Rose and Hollis Taylor bowing a dune fence in the Strzelecki Desert, SA.
As we drive by these long fences, I remember guitarist Mason Williams quipping while our banjo player tuned onstage that the banjo is only one step above the barbed-wire fence on the evolutionary ladder. I smiled every time, not even bothering to figure how many steps above it my violin must be. It was just a joke. You couldn't coax a sound from a fence.
Moon with barbed wire, Barrier Highway, NSW. The morning tiptoes in, all pastel except parrots whose plumage shocks in the rich hues of satin evening gowns. This pageant is of little interest to Jon, who is well on his way to becoming a fence nerd. He is anticipating Yalata and our arrival at the Dingo Fence, about an hour away as near as he can tell.
It's the world's longest man-made structure, he rattles off, traversing 3300 miles across three states, well more than twice as long as the Great Wall of China.
I've been slow to warm to it. This Fence doesn't figure on most maps, and when it does, it's a vague dotted line progressing in fits and starts as if the unsure hand of its cartographer had erased the displeasing bits, or as if some parts of it flow through prohibited areas under state censorship. It's downright un-American, this subtlety.
Where are the T-shirts, the bragging billboards? Who will write its tourist text? If the Dingo Fence does not command a sign, a shop, or a TV screen, I won't believe a word of it.
As we roll over a grid, Jon shouts, Back up! Back up! Something clicked in his brain: grid = fence. Yes, it's here, well before we expected it. We pull down a steep gravel embankment and get out for an inspection. Its six feet of wire mesh conclude with six inches of rabbit netting embedded in the ground.
Warning signs hang from it: Keep Out, Danger: Poison, ENTRY BY PERMIT ONLY. Jon never bothers obtaining permission. This will not even slow him down.
First grid at the Dog Fence, WA.
The Fence spans both sides of the highway, not so much interrupted by as continued by the unusual grid, a massive framework of widely spaced, narrow metal bars about 10 feet long. I can barely walk on it; clearly it's meant to stop something more agile and wily than cattle. When the heavy trucks roll over it, the grid rings out like a symphonic gong. Jon records every truck for 20 minutes and then performs a drum solo on the grid with sticks and brushes. Next, he plays the attached fence, which the grid amplifies as the main stopping point for the historic telegraph, which ran from Adelaide to Darwin.
From there an underwater cable was extended across the sea to Java and on to Could we record on them? How is tomorrow morning? Great! We'll be back.
The simple harmonies of hymns realized on messed-up pianos could be useful to us in some future project, Jon figures. Let's find a hymnal. We stop at the closest Lutheran church and, trusting God and our ardent faces, the brethren send us away with a hymnal in hand.
The next morning at the telegraph station we begin on the yellowed, uneven keys of the Camel Piano. I choose classic hymns like Onward Christian Soldiers and Abide
With Me, which I pound out with the revived earnestness of my youth when I had to rally the congregation to song. The three pianos vary from detuned, to detuned and some keys don't sound, to detuned and many keys don't sound, that one bringing more percussion than pitch to the soundprint. And the tuning-it's quite a shock to my perfect pitch ears to read the hymns in one key and hear the music come out a haphazard six or seven semitones lower, akin to biting into an apple turnover and discovering it's really a meat pie.
Jon improvises on the worst two (the best in his view). He gives the farfetched pianos expiring in this obscure little room as thorough a going-over as a forensic physician expected to produce a report. There's a huge wasp worrying a corner of the room.
When I play a few more hymns, the stinging machine takes some dives at me, obviously attracted by the finesse of my clang-tinkle-thuds. Mr. Obsessive nods for me to buck up and continue recording. I look up pleadingly from the piano.
Just play, he barks.
And I do.
Flooded fence, NT.
We attend The School of the Air to watch a class in session. The teacher talks into a microphone to her isolated outback students, their radio receivers powered by generators. Founded in 1951, the School covers an area of 386,000-square miles (or 1,000,000-plus-square km or easier still, 34 Belgiums). Today's lesson is on spiders, and I'm touched by the hesitant young voices piercing the hissing static. We've gone back in time, and yet we're au courant: our soloist for today is child soprano with distorted, modulating, phasing white and pink electronic noise, based on a surrealist text on an eight-legged predatory arachnid.
Straying stock sign.
Jon writes: When drivers see the sign Unfenced Road Ahead, it usually means time to ratchet up the powers of observation and try to avoid hitting animals who have not studied their highway code. In our case, however, it is time to relax a little, knowing that the fence watch can be downgraded and we can start taking in other aspects of the big outdoors. The eyes usually wander to the horizon, that land-and-sky schism where color theory is tested and tested again. But just as you've been lulled into a false sense of sit-back-and-accept-all-incoming-visions, there is a fence alert.
Stop!
The shout should be loud and clear but not so the driver thinks a wheel has fallen off, thus upsetting her.
2. In the space of two to three seconds, you run a sped-up movie, which takes you through all forms of fences that you have previously played and/or photographed.
If the newly observed fence is considered quite generic, lacking any extramural qualities and anyway previously documented, restrain activating the Stop! response.
If after scrolling through some 3000 images of fences and 20 hours of recordings, you consider that this fence will add to the experience that is Fence, activate Stop! code immediately. Failure to do this, which results in you shouting Stop! some five or even ten minutes after the fence event, causes the driver to slide into a bad mood for some hours, as turning around on unstable ground or reversing up a single-lane highway is potential cause for much anguish. This lady has an aversion to the past.
Near Eucla, SA.
3. Some relief, as it is discovered that the fence looks like no other.
4. No time to waste, as it is mid-day and the temperature is about 120 F.
5. Grab equipment. There are two options: take digital photographs and record audio to DAT or MiniDisc; or the full Monty-all of the above plus the video camera, tripod, and toolbox.
6. Open door, jump out of car, and swear at flies already awaiting you.
7. Walk quickly to potential fence interest, checking ground for snakes. 10. Inquire as to where your assistant has got to (yell again).
11. A squadron of flying, biting bugs has located your activities.
12. Consider musical strategies for fence: rhythmic potential, bottom end stuff, harmonic clusters, natural reverb-long or short and gated? On a trip to the Top End, we construct and play a fence at the Darwin Festival; then it's off to the Nauiyu Aboriginal Community for one more musical fence. Lock your gas tank, advises the car rental agency rep. Don't know if they sniff it on that reserve, but no use takin' a chance. When we get to Nauiyu, we're the only whitefellas around; we feel like we've suddenly arrived in a foreign country-and we have. The locals are intent on cheering a number of concurrent football games. There is an immediate sense of community. Small, naked children are on the loose, as are serious, sturdy mid-sized dogs. We look up David Shoobridge, the white town clerk, who loads us in his rig for a drive round.
